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			INTRODUCTION

			A SNOB WAITS IN LINE

			
				Pot is fun.

				—Allen Ginsberg

			

			As the jovial bro announces that it’s almost time for the race to begin, I can’t help but feel a little out of place. Thousands of runners have filled this Denver park on a chilly spring morning in 2015 for the Colfax Marathon, all of us sporting racing bibs, spandex compression tights, and expensively engineered rubber shoes. We’re segregated into different groups according to our athletic ability, patiently awaiting our turn like cattle to the slaughter.

			We’ve all paid a decent chunk of money, devoted hundreds of hours in training, and endured near crucifixion-levels of pain (not to mention climbing out of bed at this unholy hour). And for what? I ask myself. Why exactly am I doing this?

			The teenage rebel inside me says that I don’t belong here. As a kid, I subscribed to the naive, Breakfast Club view of social dynamics, which pegged me as the punk-rock, anti-authority Judd Nelson archetype, or at the very least the squeaky goth girl in heavy eyeliner. Either way, I definitely wasn’t Emilio Estevez, the thick-necked jock with daddy issues. I got my ass kicked by people like Emilio in high school, and ever since I’ve viewed anyone with so much as a gym membership suspiciously.

			But all that changed a few years ago. After a decade of hard drinking and smoking, I began running obsessively every day, structuring my entire life around sprinting across mountain trails and through city parks. On this beautiful Denver morning I am in the best shape of my life—a low bar, admittedly—and am about to run a marathon down my favorite street in America while listening to a meticulously curated playlist of my favorite songs.

			So what am I so worked up about?

			There’s a combination of gleeful excitement and stage-fright anxiety surging through all of us as we wait for the air horn to announce the start of the race. The thinnest slice of pink daylight is creeping out of the eastern sky, illuminating the snowcapped Rocky Mountains to the west. A crisp chill in the air is turning our breath to steam as we stock up on as much oxygen as we can before the race begins. Remixes of top 40 radio songs are thudding from nearby speakers the size of my house, punctuated by an announcer—far too chipper for 6:00 a.m.—reading a list of marathon sponsors.

			Despite living in Denver for half my life and feeling like I’ve met nearly all 2.9 million of its population, I don’t recognize a single soul here. Everyone I know is still in bed, sleeping off hangovers and ringing ears after a night spent flailing before amplifiers blasting live rock music (its own kind of cardio workout). I accidentally make eye contact with a middle-aged man wearing a Broncos hat and one of those pink shirts proclaiming he’s racing for a cure for breast cancer. He gives me a hearty smile and a thumbs-up, and I look away.

			I don’t want to be rude, but some part of me is just not excited to be here.

			Or at least I won’t allow myself to be excited about being here.

			It’s a childish, idealistic side of me, to be sure, but it stems from the sincere belief that combining exercise and competition is inherently ridiculous. There are few things in life that bring me as much pleasure as running, but I’ve resisted the urge to document my running in any numerical way. To me, calculating the data of a run makes as much sense as measuring your heart rate while dancing, or counting your hip thrusts during sex. Running, for me, is about losing myself in the moment; consciousness, time, money, ambition, fear of death—all of it should melt away in the hypnotic rhythm of one step following another.

			If you’re doing it right.

			I’ve always had a hard time keeping myself in that state whenever numbers enter the picture.* Especially if those numbers are viewed in relation to someone else’s, and then suddenly I’m back in high school, unable to jog so much as a lap around the gym as bullies and teachers laugh in disbelief.

			Unwarranted defensiveness fuels my criticism of this race and its participants. I’m tired and grumpy, and easily find something to hate about everyone around me. But then I sigh and tell myself to stop being such a snob. These people have just as much right to be here as I do, and who gives a shit if they don’t run with the same quasi-spiritual, anti-competition mindset that I do?

			And besides, I remind myself, you have plenty of rebellious heroes who were avid runners. So it’s not like there’s no cultural precedent for your being here.

			This is true. The sprightly Bob Marley started every morning with a five-mile jog, often followed by hours of soccer games in the afternoon and feverish dancing onstage at night, only to get up and do it again the next morning. (Marley passed this routine on to his son Ziggy, who also doesn’t believe in racing or counting miles, once telling Runner’s World that he didn’t even know how long a marathon is.) The Clash frontman Joe Strummer was known to show up, unannounced, to run in various marathons around Europe. The one time he did bother to register, he finished the London Marathon in 3:40, a respectable time considering he hadn’t trained and had guzzled a dozen beers the night before. And Alanis Morissette, whose iconic “You Oughta Know” has scored countless runs of mine over the years, regularly competes in trail marathons.

			Thinking of Joe Strummer makes me want to tear off this racing bib, throw my Fitbit in the gutter, and just run the whole damn race one block north of the course, as some kind of petulant protest against competition. But for months I’ve been looking forward to running a whole marathon along Denver’s Colfax Avenue, the “wildest, wickedest street in America,”* home to my favorite dive bars, rock clubs, and all-night diners, and nurturing my literary heroes Jack Kerouac and Hunter Thompson (both jocks, I remind myself) during their budding years.

			So instead of running away, I saunter to the bathroom.

			On the way back to the race, my eye catches a nearby trash can and I notice something peculiar. Mixed in with all the deflated energy gel packets, discarded bottles of Advil, and running salts is a collection of wrappers belonging to a different kind of supplement. While the labels of these products advertise flavors like honey and lime, and treats like mints, cookies, and gummies, they also have the acronyms THC and CBD. It’s a discreet, seemingly innocuous detail—but it lets consumers know that they’re about to ingest a substance that has divided our country for nearly a century.

			At the moment, I’m shocked to see these at a marathon.

			These products contain the same supplement that got me into running a few years earlier, turning me from a pack-a-day sedentary slug with a drinking problem into an energized antelope who eats 10Ks for breakfast (assuming said breakfast is consumed in the evening, as I, unlike Bob Marley, despise morning runs). And, I will soon learn, my story is not as uncommon as I believe. Not only is this substance consumed by scores of athletes in every field of competition—from the NFL to the NHL, from MMA to the PGA—but it has also fueled my rock running heroes Joe Strummer, Bob (and Ziggy) Marley, and Alanis Morissette.

			And, come to think of it, it’s the same substance that transformed The Breakfast Club’s Emilio Estevez from a bullying, competitive, status-obsessed ball of nerves into a smiling, parkour maniac, screaming with joy as he sprinted and danced around his high school library moments after consuming the plant.

			It’s cannabis. Pot. Weed. Ganja. And while it’s been hailed as a sacred herb, a multifaceted medicine, and a harmless recreant by cultures the world over for thousands of years, it only recently became legal here in Colorado, sparking a multibillion-dollar industry that will soon sweep across the nation, leading to half the US adult population consuming it by the year 2018 (and 68 percent approving of its legalization).

			Though right now it’s only 2015 and I don’t know any of this.

			I was planning on discreetly consuming my own cannabis edible once the race began, but I tell myself, Hey, it’s legal now, and apparently you’re not the only one with this idea, and pop a chocolate truffle into my mouth. The wrapper slowly flutters into the trash can, joining its once illicit brethren as I skip back to my place at the starting line.

			Back with the other runners, I begin to wonder who else around me is “under the influence.” Quite a few, I begin to notice, are sporting the telltale hue of crimson in their eyes—including, to my surprise, the middle-aged man next to me in the Broncos hat. We make eye contact again, and this time I match his bright smile and thumbs-up with my own. At that same moment, a familiar aroma tickles my olfactory nerves. It is the unmistakable musty yet sweet, offensive yet seductive, ancient yet modern smell I’d been noticing on people from all walks of life (from cops and evangelical pastors to hippies and academics) throughout my childhood in Iowa.

			Someone in this crowd has recently smoked a joint.

			Perhaps I’m not as out of place as I think, I tell myself.

			After all, getting high is a pastime that transcends nearly every demographic imaginable. There’s no age, race, culture, political or religious affiliation without a strong undercurrent of stoners. (Though it’s often only the social dropouts who publicly associate themselves with the plant, leading to wildly inaccurate stereotypes about who uses it and what impact it has on their lives.)

			And yet, I’m still surprised it’s reached the world of athletics.

			In the years ahead, noticing this smell at races (particularly trail races) will be so commonplace for me it’ll hardly be noteworthy, but right now, in 2015, I have no idea about the hand-in-glove relationship between pot and sports. I am ignorant to the fact that the natural “runner’s high” touted by wellness athletes is actually caused by a type of cannabis that lives within our brains, gifted to us by evolution for the purpose of running down antelopes. I do not yet understand that this internally produced cannabis plays a central role in nearly all our biological functions, and it’s being seriously impaired by our modern lifestyle of stress, insomnia, and shitty food—explaining why so many Americans never experience the runner’s high and consequently hate exercise.

			At the moment, in 2015, I have no idea how wildly popular blending cannabis and exercise is across the world and has been throughout human history, employed not only by athletes looking for a competitive edge or simply to increase the natural pleasure of working out, but also by farmers, fisherman, and workers of all stripes seeking relief from the pain and boredom of physical labor.

			Up until this moment, I naively believed that I invented it.

			Once my edible kicks in, I feel like Dorothy entering the colorful world of Oz. I abandon all defensive posturing and lean into the camaraderie of the race. Thousands of heads bop in front of and behind me, like one giant sea of rippling waves tumbling down Colfax Avenue. Led Zeppelin’s “Immigrant Song” comes on my headphones, and I imagine us as one giant army of Nordic warriors, sprinting toward Valhalla. It’s a sensation I experienced often as a boy but lost somewhere along the way. A kind of giddy weightlessness that has nothing to do with health, vanity, or competition, but the simple, mystical joy of play.

			Euphoric surges of pleasure ripple up my spine.

			Gooseflesh spreads across my skin.

			Whenever the black hole of exhaustion saps my energy, I make eye contact with whichever runner is closest to me. Seeing that they’re in pain too, I suddenly feel a deep sense of companionship with them on this grueling journey toward the finish line. I feel no sense of competition, no need to cross that line an inch before the stranger next to me. We’re all in this together, I tell myself, and suddenly feel stronger than I did when the race began.

			When it’s over, I hug every racer who crosses the finish line with me, before popping a CBD edible to aid in the physical recovery that is surely coming (despite the fact that I feel transcendently wonderful right now).

			I had initially signed up for the Colfax Marathon as a morbid curiosity. Seeing as I’d been running every day for a few years by then, I’d figured it was time to try a marathon and see what all the fuss was about, certain that I would hate it.

			And yet I find myself signing up for my next race that very night.

			In the months that follow, I’ll discover that a good deal of professional ultramarathon runners—as well as many weekend warriors—are big-time stoners, often carrying vape pens in their pockets as they traverse 50-, 100-, or even 250-mile trail races. When running a Ragnar Relay race, I’ll see numerous campsites where bongs, pipes, and joints are passed to teams’ runners just before they sprint to the starting line. From recent converts tackling their first 5K to seasoned professionals running the Appalachian Trail, athletes across the globe are seduced by the spiritual, mental, and physical charms of running while stoned.

			As a journalist, I find it wildly exciting to discover an avenue of human behavior that is so pervasive yet so underreported. This is basically the coveted recipe of all journalists, and I’m shocked that I am the one to discover it. Why isn’t it common knowledge that many of the athletes appearing on TV are, if not stoned in competition (as many are), swapping ice and opioids for edibles and tinctures in their postgame recovery?

			Over the next five years, I will obsessively investigate the intersection of cannabis and exercise, tumbling down a rabbit hole of science, history, and athletics—while abandoning my lifelong suspicion toward the wide world of sports.

			During this journey, I’ll learn that the World Anti-Doping Agency has banned cannabis use by athletes in competition, considering it a “performance-enhancing substance” that “violates the spirit of the sport.” This leaves pro athletes risking their sponsorships and careers if they are found with a dirty urinalysis. Many have developed elaborate methods for beating drug tests—or simply stop using a week or two before competition—though hardly a month passes without a story about some promising young athlete losing their career to a marijuana scandal. (Michael Phelps, while harmed by the surfacing of his bong-rip photo, got off easy compared with many others.)

			I’ll also learn that—despite popular misconceptions—cannabis users are typically more physically fit than their sober counterparts, and exercise more often than those who abstain from the plant.

			I will speak with dozens of successful athletes who swear by its power, and scores of previously sick and sedentary people who were able to engage in vigorous exercise for the first time in their lives thanks to cannabis. And yet, at a time when pro athletes are guzzling down opioid painkillers, and 95 percent of Americans can’t be bothered to exercise each day, even though it’s literally killing them (and killing our nation with health-care costs), cannabis is still considered more dangerous than cocaine by the federal government.

			Evolutionary biologists will teach me that cannabis was growing on this planet millions of years before human evolution even began, and once it did, we adapted a complex biological network both to process consumption of the plant and to create some of its properties ourselves. We’ve been cultivating it since the dawn of civilization (more than ten thousand years ago), and its ability to heal, arouse, inspire, feed, clothe, and balance the human body has been documented throughout history, in nearly every corner of the globe.

			From this perspective, the cannabis prohibition of the last century is just a weird flicker in an otherwise uninterrupted romance between man and marijuana. Now that legalization is slowly peeling back the tide of botanical ignorance, humans are being reminded of our storied relationship with cannabis, and its power to not only heal a variety of physical, mental, and spiritual ailments but also to rekindle our natural affection for exercise.

			But if cannabis has an energizing effect, where does the lazy-stoner idea come from? Does marijuana cause brain damage, or does it actually protect the brain from damage? If we have a natural narcotic dispenser that gets us high when we exercise (i.e., the natural “runner’s high”), why do most Americans hate exercising? Is cannabis addictive, or is it a useful aid in addiction recovery? Will pro sports ever drop its ban on cannabis and embrace this lucrative industry the same way they do alcohol (a much more harmful substance), or will cannabis culture just have to create its own sporting events? Does cannabis use by athletes really set a bad example for children? Should athletes even be considered role models in the first place?

			Unable to find any comprehensive reporting on the subject, I decided to go ahead and write the book myself.

			In Runner’s High, I detail my efforts to explore this hidden underbelly of athletics, wellness culture, and Western medicine, while meeting some delightful stoner athletes along the way. Like the British man who cycled across three continents and twenty thousand miles while getting stoned every two hours. And the glitter-drenched aerobics instructor puffing on a vape pen while leading the Mary Jane Fonda class. And the diseased and prescription-drug-addicted mother resigned to death before dropping one hundred pounds and climbing out of a wheelchair, thanks to cannabis tinctures. And an Iraq War vet who conquered PTSD and ultramarathons, thanks to his regimen of running stoned alongside a pair of goats.

			While I certainly have no qualms discussing my own enchantment with running stoned, and reporting on the scores of others who do the same, I’d like to make it clear that I am not a physician, a fitness expert, or even a cannabis advocate. After spending the first two decades of my life surrounded by televangelists and pyramid-scheme con men in Iowa, I have zero interest in hocking “miracle cure” supplements or self-help programs that promise physical or emotional transformations.

			I will provide a chapter with some guidelines for getting high and working out (something I wish I’d had when starting out), but, again, I am not a doctor or a scientist, merely a journalist relaying the experiences of myself and others—along with some data that may explain the chemistry at work behind our experiences.

			Ultimately, this is not necessarily a book about weed, or even running. It’s about a perspective shift on the whole concept of exercise. It’s about engaging our evolutionary reward systems to make exercise as pleasurable as food or sex, and about how cannabis can help jump-start those long-dormant mechanisms.

			I encourage anyone with a heart condition and/or who has never exercised to speak with your doctor before attempting anything in this book. This is by no means the definitive, last-word on cannabis athletics. I’m sure in the years ahead, new science and changes in the law and culture will make some aspects of this book appear antiquated, so feel free to be as skeptical and critical of these chapters as you like.

			Bottom line: I’m reluctant to claim that running high is 100 percent guaranteed to instantly transform the life of everyone who attempts it.

			Though I will proudly admit, it’s a lot of fucking fun.

		

	
		
			
				GLOSSARY OF CANNABIS TERMS

			

			BUDTENDER: A dispensary-service employee who guides customers through the cannabis purchasing process, often providing education and recommendations.

			CANNABINOID: Compounds within the plant that provide desired effects, like the psychoactive THC and the anti-inflammatory cannabinol (CBD). Humans (and most animals) also produce these internally in the form of endocannabinoids.

			DISPENSARY: A store that legally sells cannabis and cannabis products to medical patients and/or recreational customers.

			EDIBLES: A food product containing activated cannabis, the potency of which is measured in milligrams of tetrahydrocannabinol (THC).

			ENDOCANNABINOID SYSTEM: A biological mechanism that uses endocannabinoids to regulate a vast spectrum of functions—including sleep, mood, body temperature, fertility, appetite, immune system, pain sensation, memory, and many others—with the aim of bringing harmony to the whole body.

			FLOWER: Cannabis in its raw (smokable) plant form.

			TINCTURE: A liquid form of cannabis, consumed orally.

			VAPORIZER: A device that turns raw cannabis (or concentrates) into an inhalable vapor, which is believed to be a healthier alternative to smoking cannabis.
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			POT MAKES EXERCISE FUN

			THE SECRET TREND OF GETTING LIT AND FIT

			
				Long distance runner, what you standing there for? Get up, get off, get out of the door.

				—Grateful Dead, “Fire on the Mountain”

			

		

	
		
			AN OPEN SECRET

			It’s 2016, six months after the Colfax Marathon, and I think I finally found a sporting event I belong at.

			After discovering I perhaps wasn’t the only person in the world who enjoyed running high, a quick Google search of the subject revealed there was actually an upcoming gathering of red-eyed athletes in nearby Boulder, Colorado.

			Well that was easy, I thought to myself.

			Founded by Jim McAlpine—a man who once gobbled a 100-milligram edible before swimming from San Francisco to Alcatraz—the 420 Games seeks to unite all those lonely stoners who thought they were the only ones who liked to blend weed and workout. It’s also part of a concerted campaign to rebrand cannabis users as healthy and active, instead of the ubiquitous perception that we’re all paralyzed trolls subsisting on 7-Eleven snacks and role-playing video games.* In a few years the 420 Games will blossom into a lucrative corner of the industry, but today, in 2016, it’s a simple 4.2-mile “fun run” around the Boulder Reservoir (followed by an avalanche of samples from cannabis companies promoting infused salves, tinctures, and transdermal patches geared toward athletes in need of recovery).

			In addition to the 420 Games, the name that keeps popping up in my research is ultramarathon runner Avery Collins.

			The twenty-five-year-old runner and cannabis enthusiast—known for slaying 100- or even 200-mile footraces across uninhabitable terrain and insane vertical gain—was like catnip to the scores of editors out there looking for clickbait marijuana stories. Ever since Colorado became the first state* to legalize recreational cannabis in 2012, the struggling journalism industry discovered readers were hungry for cannabis stories that went beyond “Just Say No” hysteria. At the same time, few journalists knew anything about the plant, or the culture and science surrounding it, so the reporting often skewed toward novelty over substance.

			As the first (nonretired) professional athlete to proudly admit he regularly consumes cannabis—and to be sponsored by newly legal cannabis companies—Avery Collins’s phone was blowing up with messages from journalists eager to tell the world about this freak of nature. Nearly every story on him carried the sensationalistic tone of Can you believe this person exists?! For most people, Avery’s habit of loading up on weed and running up the side of a mountain for thirty-six hours was as inconceivable as an astronaut eating peyote before liftoff.

			Admittedly, this is my angle when pitching the story to my editor at The Guardian. I’d been reporting on cannabis for years while also pinballing between topics as a freelance journalist (science, arts, politics, crime, economics), but this will be the first time I’ve come anywhere near a story about sports. I’ve been an avid runner for three years now, but—even though I had a blast at the Colfax Marathon—I am still very suspicious of the competitive world of pro sports. Part of me is still convinced that the pleasure of running conflicts with any documentation of time, distance, or pace—especially when comparing them with other people’s numbers. Running is my primal playground, and I have been so protective of this space that I rarely even speak about it to anyone, lest they ruin it with talk of weight-loss goals, Instagram selfies, or, dirtiest of all, competition.

			My joy in discovering an event full of stoner athletes helps me push through these concerns, and I find myself driving out to Boulder to cover the 420 Games, which featured Avery Collins as its special guest athlete, for The Guardian.

			Like nearly any other day in Boulder, the sky is clear and sunny, with birds singing and a gentle breeze rustling the prairie grass surrounding the reservoir. While there is no on-site consumption allowed, plumes of smoke escape several of the parked vehicles, and no one is shy about eating edibles or hitting vape pens as they attend a pre-run yoga class.

			My editor wants me to frame this as a new fitness trend, and while it’s certainly increasing in popularity, I quickly discover the word “trend” isn’t appropriate to describe the stoner athletes at the 420 Games. Most of the people I speak with say they’ve been employing a few bong rips or potent edibles as part of their training regimen for years but had no idea anyone else was doing it. None of them had heard about this on some podcast or blog, unlike barefoot running or parkour, and therefore can’t be accused of jumping on a bandwagon.

			Though I will eventually learn that, in nearly every sport, cannabis is as commonly consumed as ibuprofen.

			I spot Avery Collins at the front of the crowd just before the “fun run” begins, his Nordic blond curls framing a bright, smiling face as he waves to the cheering crowd when his name is announced. Though I lose sight of him once the race begins, and despite being in the front of the pack, I never come close enough to even spot Avery until the run is over. Afterward I try approaching him for an interview, but a thick crowd of fans—many of them young women, likely enthralled by his Tiger Beat blue eyes and sharp dimples—have encircled Avery, and I have to wait another two hours for him to meet me at a local brewpub.

			Sitting across from him, I quickly realize that Avery is nothing like the thick-necked jocks shouting the word “fag!” while tackling me in the high school locker room so many years ago. With his long, unkempt hair, genuine smile, and snow-bro drawl, he would fit in better at a Burning Man dance party than an ESPN awards show.

			Though we share a counterculture connection, it quickly becomes apparent that we’re freaked out by each other’s lives.

			“I rarely leave the mountains, and am almost never in the city,” he explains to me, sipping an IPA and watching shoppers pass by on the busy Pearl Street pedestrian mall. “I feel withdrawal if I go more than a few days away from the trails.”

			Despite being surrounded by the gorgeous Flatiron Mountains, and loaded with trails where some of the best runners in the world train, Boulder, with its 107,000 population is still a little too urban for Avery’s taste. Ever since dropping out of college to move to Colorado and become a professional ultrarunner, he and his girlfriend, Sabrina Stanley, an accomplished runner herself, have lived in a trailer home outside the hamlet of Silverton, Colorado, where they maintain a monastic devotion to trail running.

			For me, running is the treat I reward myself with at the end of a hard day’s work (which mostly involves sitting on my ass and typing). But for Avery, it is the work. On an average day he’ll spend at least two hours stretching and strength training, followed by another six to eight hours running, most of that on rocky trails and some on an inclined treadmill. Along with the time spent preparing and eating three enormous meals, and another two hours of digitally coaching athletes around the world, followed by ten hours of sleep, there really isn’t a minute of Avery’s day that isn’t devoted to the sport of running—the vast majority of which is done in silent isolation.

			Noticing my raised eyebrows, he asks me, “Why, what’s your day like?”

			While Avery enjoys total isolation for weeks on end, I live in a cooperative house with ten roommates in downtown Denver, and will often have dozens of conversations before I even get to my office, where I edit and manage a small arts and literature magazine. In the afternoon I switch to freelance journalism, where I’ll sometimes work until dawn reporting on some political rally or mass shooting, waiting for an editor in London or Australia to give my story a thumbs-up so I can shut down my computer, take an edible, and go for a run.

			“Man,” he says, staring at me with unblinking eyes, “that stresses me out just hearing about it.”

			This takes me aback, considering it’s coming from a man who regularly, voluntarily, inflicts a transcendent level of physical pain—not to mention psychological torture—on himself, running hundreds of miles with no sleep over the course of days, often powering through injuries, hallucinations, and the paranoia of being lost in the wilderness while surrounded by parasites, predators, and the ominous threat of exposure. And he thinks the life of a writer is stressful?

			Avery says he never feels more balance, peace, and safety than during the hours he spends alone scrambling up the side of a mountain. In fact, in the early days of his racing career Avery would push himself to first place not for competitive reasons but merely so he could have the woods all to himself.

			“There’s no other feeling like it in the world,” he tells me, his face lighting up when asked to describe the experience of running in nature. “It’s a drug, really. I recently took five months off from running and experienced the darkest depression of my life. Once I started running again, the feeling was fuuuuuuuucking unreal. I actually cried, it was so beautiful.”

			Though this experience does not encapsulate Avery’s life as a runner.

			Like anyone who decides to turn their passion into a career, Avery found that a whole lot of baggage comes with the privilege. To attract sponsors, Avery (and any professional runner) must maintain vibrant and popular social media accounts. To do that, he must not only be charming, reasonably attractive, and creative in his daily posts but consistently score impressive numbers on multiple races each year. To regularly best the competition, he must be meticulously strategic in his daily training regimens, turning each run into a calculated slog that has the potential to drain every last drop of joy and playfulness out of the experience (thereby eliminating the whole point of turning your passion into a career). Too much of this, and you risk turning ultrarunning into a kind of dystopian, Hunger Games torturefest, where you run for days on end just to pay your rent.

			“That’s where weed comes in,” Avery says. “When I’m in training mode, I look at a mountain peak and all I see is numbers: the vertical, the distance, my pace. I don’t see anything else, not the trees, the trail, the sky, the animals. But if I take an edible or hit my vape pen, all that glides away, and I’m like, ‘Just go fucking run.’ Both ends of the spectrum are important, and they need to be balanced.”

			Avery is quick to point out that his running isn’t dependent on weed. He never competes high and often takes extended breaks from it while training (partly due to races increasingly testing runners for cannabis). Though considering he’s probably the most famous athlete to actively identify himself with the plant, there’s no getting around how large a role it plays in his life as a runner. Also, Avery really, really enjoys running high.

			“For me, it’s like a spiritual experience. Everything is perfect, everything is pure bliss. I’m in the moment, fully tapped into the trail, my body, and am loving every second of it.”

			This matched what I had heard from others at the 420 Games. Whether they were runners, weightlifters, MMA fighters, or football players, people consistently described the benefits of cannabis when working out. They all expressed an increase in pleasure for the activity, compared with when they’d do it sober. And the more they enjoyed it, the more focused they’d become on it, myopically zeroing in on each curl of the bicep, dribble of the ball, and pronation of the foot as it kisses the dusty ground.

			In small doses, cannabis can have an antianxiety effect on an athlete, pushing away the fear of cliff diving, playing a championship game, or continuing to run for another one hundred miles when you don’t think you can make it. And then there’s the anti-inflammatory properties, allowing athletes to train longer than their sore joints would’ve previously allowed, and older folks who thought their years of physical activity were behind them to suddenly take up hiking or cycling.

			None of them—including myself at this moment—knows why or how cannabis works this way, had ever previously been encouraged to try it, and grew up being told that getting high would turn them into useless couch-monsters.

			Outside of myself, whoever was getting high at the Colfax Marathon, and all these weirdos at the 420 Games, I have yet to meet many cannabis athletes. I assume this kind of behavior is limited to the type of people who like to get high during all sorts of activities (movies, conversation, sex) and just happened to realize that it complements exercise as well. So when I ask Avery if he’s the only ultrarunner who likes to get high, I’m genuinely shocked when he laughs and says, “Oh, they all do. I’m just the only one who talks about it.”

			Avery admits he’s being hyperbolic when he says all trail runners do, but not by much.

			“A large number of the elite runners are toking up—I’d say most of them,” he says. “It’s like if you’re about to go to a party, you can be sure there will be alcohol there, right? And if you’re going out on a trail with some ultrarunners, there’s gonna be some weed smoked. I don’t know if that’s the case with road running, because that’s a different world, and it’s still illegal in a lot of places, so people aren’t open about it. But I have this experience all the time, and I’m sure you do too, where you know someone for a long time before they admit they’re getting high.”

			I definitely know what he’s talking about. Growing up in rural Iowa, I was surrounded by both drugs and religion, and when I eventually abandoned the latter and entered the world of the former as a low-level pot dealer, I was surprised to discover how many evangelical Christians I recognized from church were also hard-core potheads. (The same went for cops, teachers, and politicians as well.)

			RUNNING WITH THE DEVIL

			My afternoon at the 420 Games and chatting with Avery gives me enough material to stitch together a decent story for The Guardian. Though afterward I have a restless sensation in my stomach that I can’t seem to shake. Typically when finishing a story, whether it’s about wolves being reintroduced to national parks or neural implants that can alter your mood via remote control, I walk away feeling well informed enough to educate an otherwise unfamiliar person on the ins and outs of that particular topic.

			When it came to cannabis and fitness, however, I felt lost.

			Despite cashing my check for the story and urgently needing to keep that freelance beast fed with new material, I become so endlessly fascinated by the intersection of cannabis and athletics, I find all my work hours being eaten up by the topic (this is the whimsical freedom of freelance life, while the tradeoff is poverty). Over the next four years I assemble a database of hundreds of articles on the science of marijuana and movement, the ever-growing list of athletic stoners getting busted for cannabis (as well as retired athletes confessing their yearslong affair with it), and the explosion of previously sedentary Americans walking into their newly legal dispensary for some edibles, tincture, or vaporizer to consume before hitting the gym.

			Arguably, Colorado (and specifically Denver) was central to a lot of the legal and cultural shifts in cannabis happening at the time. Political wizards like Mason Tvert and Brian Vicente, along with many others, helped lead a series of ballot measures to reform cannabis laws—decriminalization, expansion of the medical industry, officially mandating it as the “lowest law-enforcement priority”—before eventually legalizing a recreational industry in 2012.

			I must admit, I owe my journalism career to the blind luck of stumbling into cannabis legalization at the perfect time. When I stepped off that Greyhound bus from Iowa to Denver in 2004, I assumed the writing gigs would be eagerly waiting for me. After all, weren’t editors on the lookout for high school dropouts with no degree or experience to fill their high-paying jobs in a flourishing industry?

			They were not, I soon learned, when they all ignored my pitches.

			I had no shortage of passion and could string together a decent sentence, but I was an ignorant farm boy who had never so much as spoken to a real journalist, and was having trouble finding an entry point to the industry. My pitches started landing once I focused on characters like Mason Tvert (who lived and worked down the street from me) and the scrappy campaigns to change pot laws in Colorado. Most legit journalists came from upper-class backgrounds and feared covering the weed beat would harm their reputation. Whereas I was a working-class loner who grew up in the drug culture of an economically impoverished town. I had no reputation to protect.

			There were an infinite number of angles to report on cannabis beyond just the changing laws, and I found myself bursting with story ideas and a plethora of editors who were hungry for them. You wanna take edibles with sex-advice columnist Dan Savage and discuss the ethics of bestiality? Sure. You want to attend a Christian stoner Bible study and listen to theories about Jesus using cannabis oil to perform his miracles? Sounds great!

			These stories propelled my byline into larger international publications like Politico, Vice, and The Guardian (and gave me a foothold in the industry that allowed me to cover any subject that tickled my itchy curiosity, from science, politics, and crime to religion, art, and sex).

			Coping with the stress of freelance life drove me to the classic vices enjoyed by writers throughout history: booze, cigarettes, stimulants (cocaine and Adderall), and shitty food. When I discovered professionally made cannabis edibles (with their measured potency, empowering users for the first time to regulate their dosage and stay in the energizing, euphoric realm of a cannabis high instead of the anxious, lethargic one of large doses), I found that exercise suddenly became a playful, nearly painless activity.

			Specifically, it was running (either in the city or on mountain trails) that I fell in love with. It had always been pure misery when forced on me in gym class or fleeing an ass-beating, but somehow running became a profoundly meditative, inspiring, and downright hedonistic activity when seasoned with 10 to 20 milligrams of THC. The experience was so captivating, I gave up all other vices and centered my life on running.

			By necessity, I was forced to reevaluate my conception of athletes as homophobic meatheads who threatened my safety.

			In time, I found my counterculture heroes in the running world, like hippie dreamboat Steve Prefontaine and Yuki Kawauchi, the performance artist who won big races like the Boston Marathon while dressed in a panda costume or business suit (with dress shoes). Some of my most cherished writers—Malcolm Gladwell, Chuck Klosterman, Haruki Murakami—I discovered, were also runners. As was Stuart Murdoch, the singer of my favorite band, Belle and Sebastian, who wrote poetic odes to the sport like “The Stars of Track and Field” and “The Loneliness of a Middle Distance Runner.”

			I also learned about Todd Aydelotte, the “Historical Ultrarunner,” who organizes 30- to 80-mile races around New York City that follow macabre themes like the Son of Sam murders or the dystopian cult-film The Warriors. These runs mostly take place at night, made up of the strange demographic of pop-culture history nerds who also enjoy running an insane number of miles through one of the busiest cities in the world.

			All this is what led me to the Colfax Marathon, writing about Avery Collins, and eventually researching the hell out of the intersection of cannabis and exercise. Which, I’m about to discover, is more vast than I ever could’ve imagined.

			IT’S IN THE GAME

			“I’d say about eighty-five percent of the NBA [uses cannabis],” former Denver Nuggets power forward Kenyon Martin tells the Bleacher Report.

			Martin’s interview is part of a 4/20 roundtable discussion about games and ganja, hosted by the sports website. Former tight end for the Dallas Cowboys (and children’s book author) Martellus Bennett puts the number around 89 percent for the NFL, and many admit that it enhanced their performance, including fellow Cowboy Sean Smith, who says he smoked “two blunts before every game.”

			By this point I am aware of the massive spectrum of brain and body functions that cannabis treats, so it’s not terribly surprising to me that athletes are using it for a variety of needs. However, I am taken aback that so many of them have discovered this trick.

			While most football players use cannabis as a pain-management alternative to opioids, such as defensive end Chris Long and wide receiver Calvin Johnson, plenty of athletes are using it during the games, like former Seattle Seahawks wide receiver Percy Harvin, who says he got high before every game to deal with his social anxiety triggered by massive crowds, and former Dallas Cowboys defensive end David Irving, who says, “Every game you saw me in, I was medicated,” in an Instagram post where he smokes a blunt before announcing his retirement.

			While the wave of pro athletes confessing their love of bud may be inspired by legalization, the intersection of these two activities is far from unprecedented. Throughout the 1970s, NFL star Dave Meggyesy was chairman of the group Jocks for Joynts, which advocated for changes in marijuana policy among sports teams and general awareness of the role cannabis can play in physical activity (the Jocks once challenged an anti-marijuana group to a game of softball, offering to play stoned while they played sober—but the group declined).

			Former Philadelphia Flyers enforcer Riley Cote tells me that at least half the players in the National Hockey League (where twenty-eight of the thirty-one teams reside inside in a legalized state or Canadian province) are using cannabis—and if narrowed to only CBD products, that number jumps to around 90 percent. Cote has become an advocate for cannabis use in sports through the organization Athletes for Care. Following pressure from the players’ union, Major League Baseball agreed in 2020 to remove cannabis from its list of prohibited substances (while still forbidding its players from being sponsored by a cannabis company or being high in competition).

			The Pro Golfers’ Association has not been so chill, suspending several players for cannabis use and releasing a statement denouncing CBD after it was reported that at least half the golfers on the PGA senior tour were using the substance.

			Over at World Wrestling Entertainment, hard drugs are banned but a “weed tax” of $2,500 is all that’s asked of performers caught using cannabis. “That’s the thing a lot of people don’t know,” says WWE wrestler Enzo Amore. “Probably half the locker room smokes pot.”

			A number of Ultimate Fighting Championship athletes, like Nate Diaz, Elias Theodorou, and Derrick Lewis, proudly confess to getting high. There’s even a stoned jiujitsu league, High Rollerz, where fighters share a joint before slamming each other to the mat. “It makes you more in tune with your body,” says comedian and MMA commentator Joe Rogan. “You don’t get so blitzed that you don’t know how to curl your bicep. You get just a little high.”

			Cannabis use has been a staple of the bodybuilding world for decades, as evidenced by Arnold Schwarzenegger smiling as he takes several tokes off a joint in the 1977 documentary Pumping Iron. Ultrarunner (and cannabis enthusiast) Flavie Dokken, who spent years as a bodybuilder before switching to running, explained to me, “It’s not uncommon for bodybuilders to push themselves so hard when lifting weights that they puke. Cannabis is excellent for curing nausea and stimulating appetite.” Which is important in a sport where you have to eat up to six meals a day, sometimes even waking in the middle of the night to pound some protein.

			“I also use it as a replacement for pre-workout or caffeine drinks. A strong sativa will energize me just as well,” she adds in her adorable French accent (she grew up in the French Alps before relocating to Colorado). “It helps me to zone in on the workouts.”

			While she is still relatively new to the sport of ultrarunning, she’s already landed a sponsor in Wana Brands, one of the premier cannabis edible companies in Colorado (championed for its fully infused gummies, as opposed to others that merely spray THC on the outside of the candy).

			Flavie backs up what Avery Collins says about cannabis in the trail-running community, telling me, “I would say about ninety percent of them are using cannabis, even the athletes who are sponsored, but they have to be hush-hush about it. After races, around the bonfire, everyone passes joints around. It’s bigger in trail running than in any other sport. It just goes really well with being in nature, focusing on your surroundings, taking in the scenery.”

			Like many ultrarunners, Flavie lives and trains in Boulder. While all my punk rock friends in Denver like to make fun of the faux-progressive cartoon world of Boulder’s upper-class liberals, we often have great reverence for Boulder’s origin story of scrappy hippies attempting to build an artistic utopia.

			Like Taos, New Mexico, and Woodstock, New York, Boulder was one of the post–flower power rural enclaves for counterculturists fleeing the idealistic failures of the 1970s, attracting a mix of weirdo writers like Stephen King and Allen Ginsberg alongside the post-California wellness movement of vegans, yogis, organic urban farmers, and psychotropic horticulturalists.

			It was a time of hippies looking to “lose the smog” and go “back to the garden,” as the Joni Mitchell lyric goes, a time of abandoning the urban life of San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York and setting up communes in nature, attempting to live as one with the earth—and to enjoy running upon it.

			Within this cultural stew came one of the most prominent trail-running communities in the world. After the 1972 Olympic marathon gold medalist Frank Shorter (credited with sparking the running boom of the 1980s) moved to Boulder, a momentum of the very best runners in the world relocating to this once-sleepy Colorado town took hold—and continues to this day. Running for fun was still a weird thing to do in the seventies, so the filthy-looking trail runners, with their tiny shorts, tanned muscles, and dizzy demeanor, fit right in alongside the acid-fried weirdos spinning in circles and reciting lines from Howl in the park.

			The ideal breeding-ground for cults, Boulder was home to the Divine Madness Running Club, which earned such a pejorative moniker when members began slaying ultramarathons in the 1990s. The team of runners were tackling 130 to 150 miles a week on the mountain trails and scoring big at races like the Leadville Trail 100. Though they certainly lived up to their cultlike reputation. The group’s food, money, sleep, workouts, and social and sexual lives were all meticulously mapped out by a man named Yo Tizer—who was later sued by multiple female members of the group for abuse, alongside accusations of sexual assault. In a town of eccentric spiritualists, communes in geodesic domes, and jugglers living in vans down by the river, the Divine Madness Running Club was seen as one of many kooky threads in the Boulder tapestry.

			Though surely Boulder’s community of counterculture runners was one of those mountain-town eccentricities that didn’t exist in the rest of the world, right? All those basic, normal people who engage in moderate exercise for the physical and emotional benefits, naturally they weren’t using pot—were they?

			SENIORS AND SOCCER MOMS

			This was the question on the mind of researcher Angela Bryan, a researcher at the University of Colorado Boulder (CU Boulder) in 2016.

			Throughout her career as a health psychologist, Angela had conducted several studies on the potentially negative impacts of cannabis use on children, while simultaneously investigating why Americans weren
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